Around the same time, the World Bank stepped up to the plate and announced the formation of a panel headed by World Bank chief scientist Robert Watson, which is scheduled to meet in Dublin next month to examine evidence on the safety of GM food and its impact on the environment. One is left wondering what stunning new insights such a panel is going to provide.
Is there a collective amnesia about what has been going on in biotechnology for the past 15 years? Scientific panel after scientific panel after scientific panel has concluded that GM foods are safe to eat. The US Food and Drug Administration thinks they are. And even a EU biosafety report published a year ago-summarizing 15 years of research on GM products and encompassing over 81 separate studies-found no evidence that these foods pose any new risks to human health or the environment.
After 30 years of work with recombinant DNA and genetic engineering, many millions of experiments have been performed by everyone from amateurs without supervision to experts at highly sophisticated academic and commercial centers. So far, at this journal, we are aware of only a handful of published reports of adverse results. One memorable case, reported last year in the Journal of Virology (75, 1205 Virology (75, -1210 Virology (75, , 2001 ), was the creation of a mousepox virus that unexpectedly became more virulent in mice when Australian researchers introduced an interleukin-4 gene (in retrospect perhaps this was not so surprising, as interleukin-4 is known to potentiate immunogenicity). But the fact that unexpected consequences are possible should not compel us to abandon this extraordinary technology altogether. Rather it merely underlines the fact that no technology is without risk. And biotechnology is clearly safer than jaywalking or slicing bagels.
As societies in the developed world become increasingly obsessed with protecting themselves from all risk, real or imagined-and individuals who question the goal of zero risk are progressively marginalized by those with influence in politics and public life-we begin to enter a fantasy world (reminiscent of Lewis Carroll's childhood tales) devoid of all rational perspective. That might not matter in a society where agriculture is subsidized, food is plentiful, and daily life is concerned less with survival than with reducing calorific intake. But applying the same Alice-in-Wonderland principle of zero risk to life in the countries of sub-Saharan Africa is not only inappropriate-it is unconscionable. Wrangling over barriers to trade at the World Trade Organization is one thing. Increasing the likelihood that millions will starve is an entirely different matter. The fear factor
